Although colony size and nest number are believed to influence competitive ability in social insects, experimental studies testing this idea are rare. Here, we experimentally manipulated worker number and nest number in laboratory colonies of Argentine ants, Linepithema humile, to test how these attributes, working alone or in combination, affected different components of exploitative and interference ability. As expected, every measure of competitive performance tested increased with worker number. In contrast, the influence of nest number was more complex, with colony-level performance increasing, decreasing, or remaining constant depending on the type of competition-related test or colony-size category being considered. In the exploitation of randomly distributed food items, retrieval rates decreased with nest number for 50-worker colonies yet increased with nest number for 2500-worker colonies. In contrast, retrieval rates decreased with nest number across all colony sizes when resources were clumped. In two experiments on interference competition, only colonies with more than 1000 workers and that occupied single nests were able to maintain more than 10 workers, on average, at baits in the presence of a competitor, Forelius mccooki. Argentine ant workers initiated a majority of pairwise fights against F. mccooki workers but often lost (i.e. either retreated or were injured), in part because their pre-emptive attacks left them vulnerable to chemical defensive compounds used against them by Forelius. These findings promise to promote a better understanding of the causes of invasion success not only for the Argentine ant but for other invasive ants as well, given that most have colony structures resembling that of L. humile.
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Variation in body size has long been a prominent focus of ecology (Hutchinson & MacArthur 1959; MacArthur 1972; Peters 1983; Calder 1984; Brown 1995) . Analyses of body size are particularly common in community ecology, in part because body size is easy to measure and is often correlated with characteristics important in determining ecological relationships (Brown 1995). For example, size is often a deciding factor in competitive interactions: large individuals typically dominate smaller ones (Stamps 1983; Gaudet & Keddy 1988) . For modular, colonial and social organisms, however, competitive ability may correlate more with the size of the group than with the size of its individual components (Buss 1981) . In this sense, attempts to understand the factors responsible for variation in group size are reminiscent of efforts to understand the factors responsible for variation in body size in unitary organisms.
In social insects, colony size is a key ecological variable (Michener 1964; Oster & Wilson 1978; Hölldobler & Wilson 1990 ) that shows tremendous variation, both within (Tschinkel 1993) and among (Kaspari & Vargo 1995) species. Colony size influences both the foraging behaviour of individual workers (Gordon 1995; Herbers & Choiniere 1996) and the competitive prowess of entire colonies (Hölldobler 1981; Adams 1990) . How colony size affects competitive ability, however, depends strongly on the spatial arrangement of workers in a colony. For example, many ant colonies (and those of some termites) maintain multiple nests, a condition known as polydomy, which may improve foraging efficiency (Hölldo-bler & Lumsden 1980; McIver 1991; Bourke & Franks 1995) and resource defence capabilities (Davidson 1997) . Although recent theoretical work addresses the role of colony size in the functioning of social insect colonies (Pacala et al. 1996; Anderson & Ratneiks 1999) , little is known about how colony size and nest number interact to influence different components of competitive performance.
Here we investigate how variation in these colony-level attributes influences competitive ability in the Argentine ant, Linepithema humile. This widespread invasive species
